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Natural Areas of Cook County
    Powderhorn Marsh and Prairie
“This is a prime example of fragile natural treasures that remain in even the most urbanized areas.” 
                                                                                                                              Deborah Stone, director of the Illinois Nature Preserves Commission 
      Although the canoes of the Potawatomi no longer glide through the vast complex of shallow marshes, 
wet prairies, and streams of the Chicago lake plain, these habitats still exist today and span nearly 23,000 
acres across the Calumet region. Powderhorn is an excellent example of dune and swale topography set in 
the sandy plain of what was once glacial Lake Chicago. Even though the industrial age vastly diminished this 
unique array of habitats, remnants still exist to soothe the soul of urban-weary visitors. To the first-time visi-
tor, the presence of prickly pear cactus, intermingled with rough blazing star and various asters attests to the 
uniqueness of the habitat. A BioBlitz held in the region during August, 2002, yielded nearly 1200 species of 
organisms in a 24-hour period!   
The region boasts one of the largest concentrations of threatened and endangered species in Illinois, and is a 
critical stopover for migrating birds of the Midwest Flyway. A short walk through the black oaks that grace the 
ridge tops yields a panoply of savanna, prairie, and marsh. In spring, the land is carpeted with prairie shooting 
star and starry false Solomon’s seal, intermingled with wild geranium. In the low areas between the ridges, called 
swales, find rushes, cattails, orchids, and other denizens of the wet sand. Bird life is abundant and includes 
impressive numbers of Black-crowned Night Herons. The area, in fact, supports the largest breeding colony in 
the Midwest. Other species found include Moorhens, Red-tailed Hawks, a variety of waterfowl, and may even 
include a glimpse of a Shortear Owl during migration. 
Directions
Powderhorn is located near the Illinois/Indiana border on the far    
  south side of Chicago and in Burnham, off South Brainard Avenue.      
    From the north, take I-94, exiting at E. 130th St.  
      Head east to Brainard Avenue, and turn south (right).  
           Powderhorn will be on the left side of the street. 
                                         GPS: N 41.642°, W -87.5336°
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